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IV. A Letter from the Honourable William 
Hamilton, his Majeftys Envoy Extraor¬ 
dinary at Naples, to Mathew Maty, M. D. 
Sec.R, S. containing fome farther Particulars 
on Mount Vefuvius, and other Volcanos in 
the Neighbourhood . 


Villa Angelica, near Mount Vefuvius, 
October 4, 1768. 

Sir, 

Read February 2, T HAVE but very lately received 
1769. your j a fl. Q^ijging letter, of the 5th 

of July, with the volume of Philofophical Tran- 
factions. 

I mull beg of you to exprefs my fatisfadion at the 
notice the Royal Society have been pleafed to take of 
my accounts of the two laft eruptions of Mount Ve¬ 
fuvius. Since I have been at my villa here, I have 
enquired of the inhabitants of the mountain after 
what they had feen during the laft eruption. In my 
letter to Lord Morton, I mentioned nothing but what 
came immediately under my own obfervation: but 
as all the peafants here agree in their account of the 
terrible thunder and lightning, which lafted almoft 
the whole time of the eruption, upon the mountain 
only; I think it a circumftance worth attending to. 
Befides the lightning, which perfedly refembled the 
common forked lightning, there were many meteors, 
like what are vulgarly called falling ftars, A pea- 
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fant, in my neighbourhood, loft eight hogs by the 
afhes falling into the trough with their food: they 
grew giddy, and died in a few hours. The laft day 
of the eruption, the allies, which fell abundantly upon 
the mountain, were as white almoft as fnow 3 and the 
old people here allure me, that is a fure fymptom 
of the eruption being at an end. Thefe circum- 
ftances, being well attefted, 1 thought worth re¬ 
lating. 

It would require many years clofe application, to 
give a proper and truly philofophical account of the 
volcanos in the neighbourhood of Naples 5 but I am 
fure fuch a hiftory might be given, fupported by de- 
monftration, as would deftroy every fyftem hitherto 
given upon this fubjedt. We have here an opportu¬ 
nity of feeing volcanos in all their ftates. I have 
been this fummer in the iftand of Ifchia5 it is about 
eighteen miles round, and its whole bafis is lava. The 
great mountain in it, near as high as Vefuvius, for¬ 
merly called Epomeus, and now San Nicolo, I am con¬ 
vinced was thrown up by degrees; and I have no 
doubt in my own mind, but that the iftand itfelf rofe 
out of the fea in the fame manner as fome of the 
Azores. I am of the fame opinion with refpedt to 
Mount Vefuvius, and all the high grounds near Na¬ 
ples 3 as having not yet feen, in any one place, what 
can be called virgin earth. 1 had the pleafure of fee¬ 
ing a well funk, a few days ago, near my villa, which 
is, as you know, at the foot of Vefuvius, and clofe by 
the fea-fide. At 25 feet below the level of the fea 
they came to a ftratum of lava, and God knows how 
much deeper they might have ftill found other lavas. 
The foil all round the mountain, which is fo fertile* 
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confifts of ftratas of lavas, r.fhes, pumice, and now¬ 
and-then a thin ftratum of good earth, which good 
earth is produced by the furface mouldering, and the 
rotting of the roots of plants, vines, &c. This is 
plainly to be leen at Pompeii, where they are now 
digging into the ruins of that ancient city ; the houfes 
are covered, about io or 15 feet, with pumice and 
fragments of lava, fome of which weigh three pounds 
(which laft circumftance I mention to (hew, that, in 
a great eruption, Vefuvius has thrown ftones of this 
weight fix miles, which is itsdiftance from Pompeii, in 
a direct line); upon this ftratum of pumice, or rapilli ., 
as they call them here, is a ftratum of excellent mould, 
about two feet thick, on which grow large trees, and 
excellent grapes. We have then the Solfaterra, which 
was certainly a volcano, and has ceafed emptying, for 
want of metallic particles, and over-abounding with 
fulphur. You may trace its lavas into the fea. We 
have the Lago d’Averno and the Lago d’Agnano, 
both of which were formerly volcanos; and Aftroni, 
which ftill retains its form more than any of thefe. 
Its crater is walled round, and his Sicilian Majefty 
takes the diverfion of boar-hunting in this volcano j 
and neither his Majefty, or any one of his Court, ever 
dreamed of its former ftate. We have then that cu¬ 
rious mountain, called MontagnoNuovo, near Puzzole, 
which rofe, in one night, out of the Lucrine Lake > 
it is about 150 feet high and three miles round. I do 
not think it more extraordinary, that Mount Vefuvius, 
in many ages, Ihould rife above 2000 feet j when 
this mountain, as is well attefted, rofe in one night, 
no longer ago than the year 1538. I have a project, 
next fpring, of palling fome days at Puzzole, and of 
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difledting this mountain, taking its meafures, and 
making drawings of its ftratas j for, I perceive, it is 
compofed of ftratas, like Mount Vefuvius, but without 
lavas. As this mountain is fo undoubtedly formed 
entirely from a plain, I fhould think my projedt may 
give light into the formation of many other moun¬ 
tains, that are at prelent thought to have been ori¬ 
ginal, and are certainly not fo, if their ftrata corre¬ 
spond with thofe of the Montagno Nuovo. I fhould 
be glad to know whether you think this projedt of 
mine will be ufeful; and, if you do, the refult of my 
obfervations may be the fubjcdt of another letter. 

I cannot have a greater pbafure than to employ my 
leifure hours in what may be of fome little ufe to 
mankind ; and my lot has carried me into a country, 
which affords an ample neid for obfervation. Upon 
the whole, if I was to eftablifh a fyftem, it would be* 
that mountains are produced by volcanos , and not volca¬ 
nos by mountains. 

I fear I have tired you: but the fubjedt of vol¬ 
canos is fo favourite a one with me, that it has led 
me on I know not how: I lhall only add, that 
Vefuvius is quiet atprefent, tho’ very hot at top, where 
there is a depoliiion of boiling fulphur. The lava that 
run in the Folia Grande during the laft eruption, and 
is at leaft 200 feet thick, is not yet cool j a ftick, put 
into its crevices, takes fire immediately. On thelides 
of the crevices are fine cryftalline falts: as they are the 
pure falts, which exhale from the lava that has no com¬ 
munication with the interiour of the mountain, 
they may perhaps indicate the compofition of the 
lava. I have done. Let me only thank you for 
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the kind offers and expreifions in your letter, and for 
the care you have had in fetting off my prefent to 
the Mufeum to the beft advantage j of which I have 
been told from many quarters. 

I am, 

S I R, 

Your raoft obedient, 

humble fervant, 

W. Hamilton. 


Y. A Letter 



